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Abstract 
    This essay traces a link between the core concepts of Chan thought and 
some  contemporary  and  modern  literary  works  in  English  language. 
Excerpts from  the Platform Sutra and the Record of Linji are compared 
with passages from  The Art of Travel by Alain De Botton,  Walden or,  
Life  in  the  Woods by  Henry  David  Thoreau,  Paulo  Coehlo's  The 
Alchemist and The Journey by Brandon Bays. Through the comparison, it 
is highlighted how the issues concerning the “self” individuated in the 
literary analysis of these modern and contemporary authors have been 
confronted in the recorded sayings of the two traditional Chan masters 
and how they can be related to the experience of  prajna. Since the books 
that are surveyed together with the Platform Sutra and the Records of 
Linji are all at present bestselling, this essay can  also be used to draw 
considerations about the inner pursuits of the individual in contemporary 
society.
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Introduction
This essay is directed to the audience that already possesses a general 
knowledge about Buddhism.
The origins of the Chan school have been ground for debates, but the 
tradition developed within Chinese culture traces the teaching back to 
Bodhidharma, a foreigner coming from the “West” (probably Tamil or 
Persian) and active in China between the 6th and the 7th century. 
The term “chan” derives from the Indian “dhyana” and literally means 
“meditation”, the technique that has been taught in buddhist schools and 
includes methods of concentration and fixation of the mind, immobility, 
vigilance on thoughts.
It  might  sound  as  a  paradox  then,  what  the  6th patriarch  of  Chan 
Buddhism Hui Neng says about meditation :
“Sitting meditation in this school basically does not fixate on 
mind and does not fixate on purity. Also it is not immobility. If 
you speak of fixating on mind, mind is basically deceptive. If 
you speak of fixating on purity, people's essential nature is 
originally pure. If you define a pure form as meditation, the act 
of entertaining this view will obstruct your own original nature 
and you will be subject to bondage by purity. If you cling to 
mind or cling to purity, this obstructs the way.. Good friends, 
what does the term sitting meditation mean? In this teaching 
there is no obstacle and no obstruction: when mind and thought 
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external world, this is called sitting. When you see the 
immutability of your own essential nature inwardly, this is 
called meditation.”1
This is a declaration of departure from Indian Buddhism and the Indian 
traditional formula of “concentration of the mind”. Chan masters cannot 
teach sitting meditation as a technique of constantly keeping the mind 
free of defilements because this is an effort that implies the illusion of the 
duality between a subject and an object, the object being the defilements 
arisen in the mind :                                                
“Why is it not a matter of meditation or liberation? Because these 
two things are not Buddhism; Buddhism is a non-dualistic teaching. 
The non-dual nature is the Buddha-nature.”2
Since Chan's ontology is based on non-dualism, it emerges the issue of 
how to communicate a meaning that is essentially beyond words and how 
to communicate it without betraying the principle of non-dualism. Chan 
masters  admit   this  limitation  but  still  strive  for  the  disciple  to 
successfully  bear  the  fruit  of  knowledge,  that  is  prajna.  Prajna  is  the 
active  faculty  of  Nirvana  consciousness,  of  Buddha-nature,  by  which 
non-dualism is perceived in its entirety.
  Chan has known great fortune in east and southeast Asia, especially in 
Japan, where the term “chan” is translated “zen”.
1T. Cleary, The Sutra of Hui-neng Great Master of Zen With Hui-neng's Commentary on the Diamond Sutra, 
Shambala Boston & London, 1996 p 35
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It  is  with  this  name  that  the  Japanese  scholar  Suzuki  taught  Chan 
philosophy to the “Western” world at the beginning of the 20th century, 
meeting warm welcome and appraisal in the academic circles where he 
gave lectures. 
In  this  essay I  use  the  chinese  term “chan” only,  even when citing 
passages from Suzuki's work.
Being  myself  keen about  Buddhism,  I  was  as  many European first 
attracted to the arcane hidden in Chan master's unconventional ways of 
teaching.  Deepening  the  knowledge  of  Chan  philosophy  I  was 
conquered by the essentiality and the profundity of the message. 
In this work I examine passages from the recorded sayings of Hui Neng 
and Linji Yixuan, two Chan masters belonging  to the traditional Chinese 
“Southern School of Sudden Enlightenment” and  relate the key-concepts 
of  their  teaching  to  passages  selected  from  works  of  modern  and 
contemporary writers in English language. This essay is also an attempt 
to compare the kind of awareness that is the aim of Chan teaching and 
the  awareness  revealed  in  the  works  produced  in  a  more  recent  and 
Western society. 
The works chosen for the Western part are all bestselling books  that 
received and keep on receiving large appreciation by the audience. The 
authors, three of whom still living, are acclaimed worldwide and on the 
Internet.
Alain De Botton is described as a “ philosopher of contemporary life”. 
Henry David Thoreau's Walden is a classic of the American literature and 
its name has widely overcome the American borders.  The Alchemist by 
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Brandon  Bays'  The  Journey has  been  chosen  in  this  essay  as  a 
representative  of  the  self-help  genre,  a  category  that  has  been  highly 
productive  and increasing in  the  last  three  decades.  The fact  that  the 
authors  are  bestselling  points  at  the  direction  of  what  is  considered 
appealing by a  vast   audience,  at  what  this  audience seeks out,  even 
unconsciously, and resonates with.
This paper is divided in two parts. The first part aims at defining  the 
Chan's “frame of mind” with the help of two well known debates. One of 
these debates is narrated in Chan traditional literature and the other one 
took  part  in  the  academic  context  in  the  1950's.  The  first  part  also 
introduces and deepens the concept of  “inherent essential nature”, that is 
the ontological base of Chan philosophy.
The second part is the body of the comparative work undertaken in the 
present research.
The Appendix provides the translation into Simplified Chinese of the 
names given in pinyin in the essay.
  A part of this research has been conducted on the Internet, being the 
publication of some of the primary sources quite recent.
For Alain De Botton's The Art of Travel I consulted the e-book version 
that is indicated in the “References” section of the essay. The term “pos” 
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The Truth of Chan : an Unknowable Knowledge
  Approaching a study on Chan Buddhism, the researcher comes across 
two burning  debates. One took part centuries ago, when Chan had just 
started  to  spread  throughout  China,  while  the  other  happened  a  few 
decades before this paper was written. These two debates can be very 
stimulating for the student who wants to deepen his knowledge about this 
discipline.
The  first  debate  aroused  from  a  verse  contest  at  the  Huangmei 
Monastery in the Tang province of Qi. The episode that, as recounted in 
the  Platform  Sutra, extinguished in a few days time, was later studied 
and repeated  by  the Chinese over the centuries. The contest launched by 
Chan Master Hong Ren to his disciples sounded like this :
“Let each of you look into your own wisdom, grasp the insightful 
nature of your own basic mind, and compose a verse to show me. If 
you have understood the great meaning, I will bequeath to you the 
robe and the teaching, and make you the Sixth Grand Master”3..
The first verse was produced by the head-monk Shen Xiu and exposed 
on the hallway of the auditorium where Hong Ren used to  meet his 
disciples. The verse said :
The body is the tree of enlightenment,
The mind is like a mirror-stand.
3 T. Cleary., The Sutra of Hui-neng Great Master of Zen With Hui-neng's Commentary on the Diamond Sutra, 
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Polish it diligently time and again,
Not letting it gather dust.4
Hong Ren, after reading Shen Xiu's verse, called him and informed him 
that he hadn't seen his fundamental nature yet and that he would  never 
be able to attain enlightenment with an understanding as the one shown 
by the verse he produced.
A couple of days later, a monk who was working in the monastery's 
mill  with  the  duty  of  pounding rice,  noticed  the  verse  written  in  the 
hallway and  felt compelled to answer back as follows :
Enlightenment originally has no tree,
And a clear mirror is not a stand.
Originally there's not a single thing
Where can dust be attracted?5
Master Hong Ren was satisfied at  Hui Neng's verse and decided he 
would be the one inheriting the teaching. He secretly imparted to him the 
Diamond  Sutra  and  after  handing  to  him  the  bowl  and  the  robe  as 
symbols of the passage of the doctrine, warned him to go back to the 
south and keep the teaching alive.
Two monks in a verse composing contest, two verses of which just one 
denotes true understanding and two currents of thought are traditionally 
identified in the historical  development of Chan Buddhism in China. 
4 Ibid. p 8
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Ultimately,  the  legacy  of  Hui  Neng  is  the  one  which  will  win  great 
fortune  among the Chinese and will be characterized like the one which 
represents a true innovation, a new element in in the wider context of 
Buddhism.6
The analysis of the two verses can help lift the veil of Chan's frame of 
mind.  Master  Hong  Ren  asked  his  students  to  “look  into  their  own 
wisdom and grasp the insightful nature of their own basic mind”. What 
did Shen Xiu see? He saw a mirror that constantly gathers dust and needs 
constant polishing, as to say that he would keep a vigilant watch over the 
mind to get rid of all  the defilements who might  come up to it.  This 
attitude implies a duality between an inborn pure mind and another mind 
that  acts  an  assiduous  effort  of  watching  and  cleansing.  If  one 
consciously engages in the task of polishing, he has in mind a fixation, 
he's moving toward an achievement, violating the first teaching of the 
Buddha : do not grasp, do not fixate.7 
Master Hong Ren communicates to Shen Xiu that he has just arrived 
“outside the gate”, but has not yet entered inside. 
The  verse  composed  by  Hui  Neng,  the  one  that  displays  true 
understanding  of  inherent   nature,  says  that  “originally  there's  not  a 
single thing, Where can dust be attracted?”. 
While Shen Xiu's words eventually depict an action that we might try 
to emulate by sitting in meditation and clearing the mind from emotions 
and defilements, we would not know where to start to realize what is 
expressed by Hui Neng, the “emptiness” that he describes, even because 
6 D. T. Suzuki, Zen : A Reply to Hu Shi, Philosophy East and West V. 3 No. 1, 1953 p 27
7 J. L. Liu, An Introduction to Chinese Philosophy from Ancient Philosophy to Chinese Buddhism, Blackwell 
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it seems that any attempt of achievement is erroneous per se. 
The second debate considered in this essay is helpful for understanding 
the secret of Hui Neng's triumph. The debate took part in the 1950's and 
the  actors  of  the  debate  are   two  prominent  scholars.  The  Chinese 
philosopher Hu Shi reconstructed the history of  Chinese Chan on the 
basis of the manuscripts newly discovered in the region of Dunhuang. 
Holding the manuscripts, he criticized the method of approach to Chan of 
the scholar Daisetz Teitaro Suzuki. Suzuki had produced many works on 
Chan  and  had  given  lectures  on  Buddhism  in  several  western 
universities, successfully contributing to the diffusion of this knowledge 
to the Western world. 
At Suzuki's assertion that “the so called rationalistic way of thinking 
has no use in evaluating the truth or untruth of Chan, that is altogether 
beyond the ken of human understanding”8, Hu Shi replies that “Chan, as 
any other Chinese philosophical school, can be understood only restoring 
it to its space-time relations and placing it in its proper historical setting”. 
Furthermore,  he  asserts  that  “whoever   takes  an  unhistorical  position 
cannot hope to understand  Chan or make Chan properly understood by 
the people of the East or the West”.9
The historical facts that Hu Shi  assembled showed that at the time of 
Empress Wu's realm (690-705),  the above mentioned monk Shen Xiu 
was honoured as “ the Lord of the Law at the two Capitals of Changan 
and  Luoyang,  and  Teacher  of  three  Emperors”.   His  biographical 
monument   proclaimed the genealogical  line  of  Buddhist  descent and 
8 Hu Shi, Ch'an (Zen) Buddhism in China Its History and Method, Philosophy East and West, Vol.. 3, No. 1 
(January, 1953), p  3
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